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Vrasdonk: Modern Skepticism: Is Christ a Fraud?

Is Christ a Fraud?
A Search for an Answer
Rev. William Vrasdonk
Introduction The purpose of this article is to explain some implications of the
question about Christ's trustworthiness. The curious reader who would like to find out
whether Christ is truly reliable or not, will be disappointed if he is looking for a direct
affirmation or negation of this question. Arguments of that nature are already plentiful.
This article intends to show in what direction an affirmation of Jesus Christ as the true
Messiah may be discovered, insofar as other forces have made his authority questionable.
In his rather difficult book Memory and Hope Dietrich Ritschl made the following
observations:
Conversations with young people in the Soviet Union indicate quite concretely that
those who do not even abstractly 'remember' worship cannot grasp statements
about the uniqueness of Jesus even if they are willing to respect him as a man of
high moral character and the like .
This statement makes us aware of the generally known fac t that a true answer to a
question is not only determined by what factually is true or false, but also by how
adequately the formulation makes the content of the answer understandable. In other
words, when our answer does not make sense to the listener, the normal conclusion is
that the answer did not fulml its purpose and, as such, is not a good answer. It may be
that the same formulation had been understood by someone else who had the same
question , but that does not mean that everybody will find the true meaning in the given
formulation at all times. 2 For the sake of establishing a better understanding, some
propositions come to mind immediately; either the listener should study the information
more carefully, or the formulation should be changed for the sake of making the content
understood, or both. It is the assumption of this article that both steps must be taken if
we are to find a true answer to the question "Is Christ a Fraud?"
From what is said above, we may conclude that the nature of the question is also
determined by the subject, the person asking the question. The particular nature of this
person cannot be defined by abstract philosophical statements but can only be indicated
by some phenomenological descriptions, including those of a psychological nature. For
these reasons, then, there is first a description of a particular group of people who may be
interested in our question, and then the proposal of an appropriate answer. It may be that
someone somewhere can identify himself with the image of the presented type of persons
and as such he may be helped by the given information. The leading idea, indeed, is that
many are interested in the question of Christ's trustworthiness. I understand it as one of
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my obligations as a theologian to help in this particular need, insofar as possible answers
can be given and are wanted. On the other hand, I don't think that theology can provide
the answer which is immediately meaningful (and true) for all those who are looking for
information of this sort. Therefore, first, a phenomenological description of a particular
group of people will be presented for whom the later proposed answer is intended. 3
I RELATIVISTS

Some people are very much aware of the following observation: All kinds of
information bring us into contact with the facts of life and condition us. We are brought
into touch with the events of our time, and thus our understanding of reality is
permeated by what is going on. The happenings of our time make up our environment in
which and by which we live. Our faith in life is founded upon what we see, hear, and
experience. Our security comes from that which we know and that to which we are
accustomed. Our security comes from what is called our world. As such, the world is
interpreted from our point of view, our culture. In the evaluation of our culture we will
fmd elements which are considered to belong to the "in-group." That is to say, in a
particular period a specific event will receive special attention, and as such it is very much
"in." This practical experience of life endows most of us with the common wisdom that
things come and go. What is considered to be important today may be forgotten
tomorrow. (To a certain point this sense of relativity is seen as necessary for our
psychological health.)4 However, the sense of relativity may become of such a quality
that it dissolves basic elements which by their nature are less accidental and less
dependent on chance. First of all, life itself cannot be considered as being totally relative,
otherwise we would not show so much courage in our striving for survival. Within the
great, great flux of changes, man's reasonability tends to search for something basic to
hold on to, because otherwise, anxiety and fear of drowning in the ocean of nothingness
will victimize many. This anxiety is the awareness of one's finitude, and therefore the
rush for trying to find something of absolute quality is to be compared with a run for
your life. On the other hand, as soon as we find something which appears solid enough on
which to rely, our specialized and educated criticism makes us so self-conscious of this
inviting solution that we fear it may be an illusion or some kind of escape from reality.
We hardly dare to enjoy the security which comes from any kind of personal conviction.
At any position we may feel endangered because of a moment of self-reflection we may
have to accuse ourselves of having or of having used the emergency brake because we
panicked at the normal speed of life. In the midst of this turmoil in man's spirit, it is still
true that man needs desperately a basic foundation or a basic goal for the sake of making
his existence meaningful. Of course, the possible solu tions considered acceptable are not
good just because they work for the time being. Tranquilizers could be suggested as well.
A psychologist could settle for such a practical solution insofar as he looks for what
practically functions to establish the equilibrium of the psychic energy. In our case we are
looking for a possible solution which is true to such an extent that it can withstand the
flux of relativity and will show indications of an enduring quality. Otherwise, as time goes
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on, the accepted solution will prove itself to be a fraud. And exactly this kind of
experience made many of our contemporaries skeptical almost to the point of fatalism.
Repeatedly the passage of time crushes man's secret hopes and idealism, and this
experience of life teaches man to distrust the infallibility of many sanctioned sources.
Many times the firmness of an inviting security was just the cover of a cancerous body, an
hallucination for which for centuries men had given their best talents and even their lives.
No wonder, then, that the Christ event, which is so absolute in its scope and so
all-demanding insofar as human committment is required, is undergoing an examination
which almost seems to be final. It is not just that may became more critical abou t any
proposed formal aspects of life, but Christianity as the living expression of the Christ
event had so much adapted the fashion of a particular culture, that when this culture
passed, its so-called religion became outdated too. 5 In other words, the situation is almost
like that of a patient on whom the doctor does not dare to operate anymore, because the
patient is over-aged and passing away gradually. The relatives just await the last word .
This is to introduce the well-known observation that the Christ event is not really always
a dynamic participant in all those happenings of our time which constitute our
environ men tal field .
At present, many faithful who are educated within the code of their Christian
denomination will experience the terrible fact that in our world, and in all that conditions
our understanding of reality, Christ is very much a stranger. Moreover, the Christ event
seems to be unrealistic. In this way we come to the question whether Christ may be a
fraud. He, who claimed to be the promise of history, appears to be powerless and
impossible. Perhaps some of these educated christians may not even be interested
anymore in our question about the trustworthiness of Christ. Who cares seriously about
something which is not really relevant in our day? On the other hand, in the hidden
privacy of their individual chambers millions and millions, I included, have put their
expectation and hope in Christ and his promises. The credibility of this Messiah is a
matter of life or total desolation. The question about this man has to be taken seriously,
otherwise the psychological and sociological backlash will be devastating and there will be
no other resources left by which man within western culture could pull himself up,
because human courage would lack the appropriate incentive. Man can live by the
inspiration of a promise, but it is psychologically impossible to accept the invitation to
live by the authority of a blind guess. 6 We cannot assume the dignity of being creative
when there is nothing absolute for which to strive. The inspiration of a promise, however,
is effective when its source shows indications of reliability and credibility. When we look
at our immediate environment we will not often find such indications insofar as the
Christ event is concerned. In our day there seems to be a general feeling that God is dead.
It means that life is not experienced and understood in relation to the divine source of
reality, and this diagnosis of God's death resulted from the fact that He did not seem to
show convincing signs of life and participation. Martin Marty described it this way:
Man has often experienced but perhaps never so acutely as now, 'the silence of God',
'the absence of God', or - even more dramatically - 'the death of God.'7
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One example may suffice in this respect. The day that Senator Robert F. Kennedy was
shot, millions of people turned their hearts to God with a stream of prayers that the
Almighty would save the life of this good and virtuous man who symbolized to many a
new future and new aspirations for righteousness and justice. The prayers were said in the
name of Our Lord Jesus Christ, keeping in mind his promises;
And whatever you ask in my name, that I will do, in order that the Father may be
glorified in his Son. If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it. (John 14,
13-14)
And the same thought is repeated two chapters later;
Amen, amen, I say to you, if you ask the Father anything in my name he will give
it to you. Hitherto you have not asked anything in my name. Ask and you shall
receive , that your joy may be full. (John 16, 23-24)8
But this promise did not come true and our joy was not full . Some people became
terribly angry with God, while others felt like giving up their religion. Whatever the
reactions might have been, it is a general observation of our time that at moments like
these the incarnation of God proves to be powerless. Therefore it does not seem to be
fruitful to look around in our immediate environment to find the answer to the question
about Christ's credibility.
And so we arrive at the second part of this article which will indicate in what direction
a positive answer can be found. The answer has to be of such a quality that it offers the
person, who is caught by relativism and is a victim of disappointment, the reason to
become hopeful again beyond the destruction of nothingness (nihilism) and within the
benefit of the doubt.
At the end of this section it should be noted that the relativist is to be understood in
the way he is described above. As such the relativist is not a victim of relativism in the
sense of a philosophical creed, which professes that there is no absolute truth. On the
con trary, our relativist is someone who is disappoin ted in his quest of Christ's
trustworthiness, in his Messiah . And because of this disappointment, his state of mind is
more characterized by this emotion than by the philosophical conclusion that is
identified as a relativism in an absolute sense. It is the fruit of modern theology
(especially the Theology of Hope) that the pieces of a reliable foundation will not pave
the way to a disappointment such as the old dogmatic approach has produced. Modern
theology is better able to present the historical implications of doctrinal statements and
thus allows for a greater sense of relativity. Martin Marty described this phenomenon:
But the whole trend of Christian theology, preaching, and pastoral life has tended
in recent years to stress the historical, the personal, the unfinished form of
Christian witness. 9
To apply Martin Marty's major distinction of categories in his Varieties of Unbelief, we
can conclude that our relativist does not belong to an integral (closed) system, but to a
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non-in tegral (open) system'! 0

II. A RELATIVE ANSWER
If we want to discover the truth about Christ and the credibility of his words and his
promises, then we have to approach the context within which he is presented. Christ is
not an isolated moment in the history of mankind, and his participation in the family of
man is not just one single phenomenon which can be evaluated on its own merits. Christ
relates to mankind in particular ways, and therefore the understanding of him has to take
place within these terms. In this article, three of these specific ways will be discussed only
to the extent that what is meant by the relativity of the Christ event will become clear.
This means that I will not go into the related problems which are part of the
interpretation (Hermeneutics) of these specific ways of communication. Some
conclusions will be taken up in the course of this article. 11 The literature about these
problems is explicitly present in recent books about Christian life with specific reference
to "The Quest of the Historical Christ.,,12 The first way of communication to be
discussed is called "The Historical Documents," and the second is the aspect of "The
Presence of Christ within his Church." The latter includes the awareness of the fust, but
within the new dimensions of the present in the great perspectives of the Christian
expectation. The third is "A Theological Evaluation of Doubt," with doubt being the
state of mind from which our problem (Is Christ a Fraud?) has arisen, and as such the
expression of a particular relationship with Christ.
1. The Historical Documents If a relativist wants to find the truth about Christ, then
it is important for him to understand that Christ does not always fit immediately in our
environmental field. Therefore, we have to expand our perspectives of life; we have to
establish contact with the event of Christ's appearance. This can be done practically when
we read the classical testimonies of those who witness their personal understanding of
Jesus based on the reports of contemporaries. The reason these testimonies are written
down is exactly for the sake of giving history these memorials so that Christ will be
remembered in the way he is described. The use of these testimonies has proven to be
very beneficial for all those who want to live a life in Christ. This section intends to
elaborate on the dynamic importance of the reading of the historical documents.
The space flight to the moon brought to many spectators of this event a sense of
reality about this object in the universe. Suddenly people realized what the moon is like.
We should not forget the immense efforts of scientists and engineers who were able to use
scientific data and experiences of the past for the purpose of expanding our
environmental field. Now the moon is no longer just an element of a romantic
atmosphere as it is described in poems and songs; now the moon is discovered in its
nakedness and its desolation.
The same efforts of science and practical planning are required to bring the Christ
event within our experience. Part of these efforts should be (and are) devoted to exposing
contemporary man to historical documents about Christ; e.g. the gospels. Such historical
research is undertaken to find an adequate degree of credibility about the Messiah, and
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prevents us from losing sight of him and replacing him by a psychological modernized
Jesus. On the other hand, we are not really interested in whether Jesus of Nazareth was
exactly twelve years old when his parents took him along on their pilgrimage to
Jerusalem, or that Jesus was thirty-three or thirty-five when he died on the cross. What is
important is to find out how Jesus Christ of the gospels was understood according to the
authors of these gospels, and how the first Christians identified themselves as a
community and why. Thus the historical documents are characterized not by their
historical accuracy but by a genuine description of the authors' amazement. For these
reasons - (a) an adequate understanding of the Christ of the gospels, and (b) the genuine
conviction or rather amazement about the Christ event - these historical documents are
the object of the expansion of our environmental field. Of course, it is not the purpose of
this article to present a multitude of observations and problems concerning the reading
and interpretation of these documents. I, for my part, want to make some observations to
indicate what this approach can contribute to a man who searches for evidence in his
faith in Christ. Perhaps the formulation of these observations may remind some readers of
the atmosphere of convert classes or books in apologetics, but the association is
explainable because exactly at these instances there is a reaching out for the sake of
trying to help the other person see the credibility of the Christian faith. This credibility
has to be based on a certain foundation, and it is my opinion that the experience of
amazement about the person Jesus Christ is a very essential element of such a foundation.
Therefore, I wish to make the following primitive observation; "Is it not amazing that the
Christ of the gospels corresponds so well to the prophecies of the Old Testament?" This
amazing fact can be criticized, of course, but never to such an extent that it can be
neglected. Beyond this criticism there is still this documented witness of the gospels
which repeatedly indicate this amazing fact.
But he said to them, '0 foolish ones and slow of heart to believe in all that the
prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things before en tering
into his glory?' And beginning with Moses and with all the Prophets, he interpreted
to them in all the Scriptures the things referring to Himself. (Luke 24, 25-27)13
One of the reasons why people of our time are no longer impressed with Christ is because
so much of the Christian tradition is not made present, and therefore Christ loses the
authority which originally had been given to him by those who heard and saw him. Just
for the sake of one further elaboration on this point, one more primitive observation is
added; the days of Jesus Christ, according to the gospels, were characterized by
happenings of great significance to the degree that people in his days were stunned about
the miraculous power and the impressive authority of this prophetic man, Jesus. We read
in the gospel according to Luke the following conclusion of the report on the fact that
the Lord had called back to life the only son of a widow;
But fear seized upon all, and they began to glorigy God, saying, 'A great prophet
has risen among us', and 'God has visited his people.' And this report concerning
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him went forth throughout the whole of Judea, and all the country roundabout.
(Luke 7,16-17)14
Somewhere and somehow "this report concerning him" became weaker and lost its voice
and now Christ is left as an empty word. If we want to understand Christ and if we want
to establish the truth about him, then there should be a true celebration of the memorial
of these miraculous happenings, as it is meant in the official liturgy of the different
christian denominations. The gospel is read in order to make the amazement about Christ
heard by those who are present. And those who are present want and expect that the
gospel will be read to them and will be explained in a homily ; they need it. Relativists
have to expose themselves to this dynamic element of christian tradition, and their
private reading of these texts will serve the same purpose. In this way they will find a
source to which they can direct the question whether Christ is a fraud. Joachim Jeremias
described what this mind-expanding experience can be;
Every sentence of the sources bears witness of this fact to us, every verse of our
gospels hammers it into us: Something has happened, something unique, something
which had never happened before . . .. That is the fact to which the sources bear
witness: a man appeared, and those who received his message were certain that they
had heard the word of God . . .. Indeed, the truth of the matter is that through the
words and acts of Jesus (of the gospels) at every turn the challenge to faith is
presented. 1S
In this sense it becomes more obvious that the discipline of theology as such cannot
produce the expected answer about Christ's credibility. Theology can help to clarify
certain understandings and notions, and therefore theology is very much concerned with
the true christian doctrine and its reasonable conclusions. These particular theological
concentrations can be helpful in our search for the answer to our question. But, in
addition, the relativist is to be recognized in his existential qualities by which he is almost
exclusively interested in what is meaningful for him right now, at this moment of his life.
The relativist has the tendency to respond more seriously to the world around him, his
personal experiences. He identifies himself in the world of his personal experience,
without feeling obliged to submit to the demands and requirements of ideologies and
religious dogmas.1 6 For that reason it is of vital importance that Christ is approached
within the context by which he was originally understood at the time of early
christianity. These early documents (e.g. the gospels) are a genuine response to Christ's
personal invitation, and it is this genuine response which may be very helpful in finding
more faith in Christ. 1 7 In other words, the answer to our original question about the
trustworthiness of Christ is not so much a matter of Christology as much as a matter of
changing, or rather permeating, the phenomenal field of the relativist in such a way that
the established witnesses of Christ's authority become part of his experiences. In our
particular viewpoint the emphasis should be on the amazement about Christ and his
authority. In general, this is the point of this article, that whatever answers are available
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in helping a relativist become more convinced about Christ, most needed are those
statements which are characterized by a living faith. As such, statements of faith are only
true when they are professions of faith. 18 And this is certainly true insofar as the writings
of the New Testament are concerned. The question arises whether these professions of
faith are also present in ways other than the historical documents.
2. The Presence of Christ Within the Church At different instances in his book Dietrich
Ritschl has dealt with the issue of professing the faith, and some of his conclusions are
quite particular.
The assertion of the uniqueness of Jesus regarding his 'doing the works of the
Father' and his 'being the newness of men' leads to prayer and flows from prayer.
In traditional language this means that the uniqueness of Jesus can be preached in a
worship service in which people pray. Preaching the uniqueness of Jesus on the
street corners, i.e. without the beginning in prayer and response in prayer, is
'theoretically' absurd, and is possible 'practically' only because the listeners on the
street corners may still remember the prayer or worship services they once
attended. This also implies to the first missionary activities of the Apostles: they
went to the places where the expectation of the Old Testament promises were still
remembered. 19
Insofar as this article tries to emphasize the relative aspects of the Christ even t, the
observation has to be made that Ritschl, on the one hand (theoretically), is rather
exclusive in givi~g permission to preach Christ. Should not Christ first become part of the
daily events before people will be able to evaluate this preaching?
But how are they to believe him whom they have not heard? And how are they to
hear if no one preaches? (Rom. 10, 14)20
This is the philosophy of modern business: "People have to get acquainted with the
merchandise first." Therefore, in the middle of a television program which is holding
one's attention, the product is presented to the spectators whether they like it or not.
And this business is done with great skill and sensitivity so that the product may have its
appeal. This attitude is also presented by Martin Marty, who says of the preacher that "it
is the voice of a town crier, not a debater. ,,21
Perhaps it seems unrealistic and out of touch with our times when some officers of the
Salvation Army blast their trumpets on the street corners and sing their pious songs. But
the idea can be evaluated as being right, insofar as they again make the belief in Christ a
happening at the cross-road where pedestrians are actually passing by. On the other hand,
Ritschl is correct in his description of opportune circumstances for the preaching of
Jesus. In this way he shows understanding of the relative implications which playa
decisive role in the life of faith. This means that we cannot expect people to respond
immediately and in an appropriate way to this preaching when they do not have the
necessary preparation. Of course, the adequate response is the purpose of the preaching,
and the interrelationship between these two, preaching and a faithful response, is the area
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which can be called the Church. It is there that the relativist will find the living dynamic
of the profession of faith. There he can ask his question whether the faith (Christ is our
Redeemer) professed by the Salvation Army officers is right. That two and two are four is
true within the dicipline of arithmatic, but from other aspects (e.g. psychology or
sociology) two added to another two may make a new reality which is not characterized
as four. Therefore, the question about Christ's credibility has to be answered within the
appropriate context, which is the life of faith, and not just within the phenomenal field
of our present situation. A relativist has to learn that Christ is not a phenomenon of this
moment only. Christ belongs to this time in a specific way, which is different from the
news events we read about in today's newspaper (it is still unknown what possible impact
these events will have on history, and only the happening of this event is reported).
Modern theology emphasizes the implications of history for a more adequate
understanding of christian faith. Martin Marty commented that the literature on this
subject is voluminous. 2 2 Especially in the recent Theology of Hope (cf. Ritschl and
Moltmann) do we find the dynamic inter-relationship between the past, the present, and
the future, as elements of time within which the divine revelation is presented. In the
light of this particular kind of theology it becomes obvious that our present question (Is
Christ a Fraud?) is a question about the past (whence certain expectations emerged) in
relation to the present (the person who is asking the question is at the present
disappointed) with the problem of what may be hoped for in the future (because the
person is less sure whether Jesus is the Messiah or whether we should expect someone
else). In other words, the question is asked for the purpose of finding some sort of
verification, be it positive or negative. The recent Theology of Hope would offer a
particular answer which is characterized by at least two major elements: fIrst, there is the
belief that our faith in Christ can be explained by what happened in the past; second, the
belief that our faith in Christ cannot be totally secured by present verifications, because
the fmal verification is still hoped for in the time to come. Of course, the whole quest of
Christ's trustworthiness demands many concentrated efforts. Martin Marty described
briefly how openess to faith in Christ may grow.
When a Christian examines the Scripture, witnesses to Trinity and Incarnation,
listens to witnesses, responds to the tradition of the church, examines the believing
community and his own heart, he is using history as a midwife of values. He
becomes open to faith. 2 3
Ritschl deserves credit for emphasizing one point of concentration which is vital for our
quest of Christ's trustworthiness. This concentrated area is called "Christus praesens",
and the meaning of which is explained as follows:
We have said earlier (Chapter I, a ; Jesus and the Church) that the Church is the
matrix within which the presence of Jesus Christ is recognized. The recognition of
this presence is at the same time the acceptance of the importance of earlier
witnesses of the presence of Christ in times past and also the anticipation of the
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future occurrences bearing witness to his presence. Or, in other words, the Church
is the locus of the intentionality (an ancient scholastic term, utilized by the
philosopher Brentano and passed on to his pupil, Edmund Husser!) of the corporate
personality of the believers of perceiving in the appropriate way the message of the
Bible and of later tradition. Tradition is the articulation of this intentionality, i.e.,
the fence, horizon and stimulus for interpreting the Old and New Testaments and
later tradition in a manner corresponding to the subject matter of these earliest
witnesses. We also have concluded that the Church's corporate consciousness is
shaped by what she has perceived, and that ultimately (as a statement of confession
of faith) this shaping is the work of the Christus praesens. 2 4
This comprehensive theological statement is an explanation of one of Ritschl's theses:
The remembrance becomes expectation because of his (Christ's) presence in the
congregation. 25 This emphasis on the Christus praesens prevents our search for the
trustworthiness of Christ from becoming mere historical research concerning a man of the
past, Jesus of Nazareth. On the other hand, we are also safeguarded against a
dehistoricized form of Christology. In other words, the question whether Christ is a fraud
or not can only be answered adequately by this community of believers which is called
the Church and which is characterized by the Christus praesens as described above. The
question of how much history as a science can contribute to the information about the
content of faith is a theological issue in itself. Again, it would go beyond the scope of this
article even to summarize the current theology regarding this issue. Here the simple
observation is made that the Christus praesens is of vital importance for a relativist if he
wants to find more confidence in the authority of Christ. The question, of course, is what
a relativist can expect from the Church in this respect. To state that only the Church can
adequately answer the question about Christ's authority does not mean that Church
already has the answer to our question. It only means that this community within the
Christian tradition is the realm within which a personal faith in Christ is regarded as an
inviting possibility. Faith in Christ may appear more acceptable, not because the Church
possesses absolutely convincing evidence at the present, but because the present faith in
Christ includes a reasonable hope for the final realization of God's promises in Christ. The
degree of reasonableness is founded on an interpretation of God's works in the past by
which He has proved himself to be faithful to the promises of the past. 26
In this sense, the answer to our question at the present is relative by the nature of the
historical context; which means that the final verification is only present insofar as it is
expected with a reasonable degree of hope. Faith in the truth of Christ is based on the
faithfulness of God in the life of Christ, and this particular fact was called the amazement
about Christ. This amazement also includes the needed expectation (hope) since all of
Christ's promises have not yet come true. It is my opinion that Ritschl's emphasis on the
Christus praesens is very helpful in our quest of Christ's credibility. Ritschl goes beyond
any mere philosophical description of an interrelationship between the past, the present,
and the future of the divine revelation, because the interrelationship itself is constituted
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in a specific way by the living faith of the Church, the actual Christus praesens. For the
sake of further explanation, the following quotation may be helpful;
The Church, however, not only hopes because she remembers the promises, but
she makes the accounts of Israel's and her fore-fathers' memory her own memory
because she hopes, that is to say, she would not be "interested" in memories and
hopes of previous generations if she were not prompted to do so by her own
hope.27
The fact that the Church is characterized by her own hope is an indication of the great
importance of this aspect in our search for the authority of Christ. Neither historical
science, nor some reasonable thinking within the human mind are the exclusive sources of
information about the Christ event. Both are needed, but they are valuable only in
addition to another essential source, which earlier was called the amazement about Christ
(in the historical documents, esp. the gospels), and which now is understood as the
Christus praesens, which for the moment will be described as the prayerful praise of the
Lord Jesus in the Church.
This phenomenon of the prayerful praise has to be explored further if we want to
understand better the dynamic significance of the Christus praesens. In the above
paragraphs there is the indication of the Christus praesens within the Church insofar as a
living faith or living hope is said to be the constituting foundation of the Church. It was
also noted that one of the reasons why this Christian life exists is because there is a living
remembrance of God's faithfulness to his creation in the appearance of Christ. But in
what sense can the relativist observe the Church's awareness of the Christus praesens? The
functional importance of this question is that a relativist is very much dependent on
phenomena in such a way that they can be experienced by him. The phenomenon of the
Christus praesens is that the Church does not just speak of Jesus Christ as somebody in
the past or in the future, but the Church also speaks to Jesus Christ in the present by
means of prayer. 2 8 This phenomenon of prayer expresses a peak-moment ofliving faith.
To think abou t christianity and christian life from a moral viewpoint may be a challenge
insofar as christianity preaches pureness of heart and total commitment to the kingdom
of God and the betterment of humanity. This kind of morality can be humanly
acceptable because it represents a kind of ideology which makes sense to many, believers
and unbelievers alike. The moment of prayer, however, is a step beyond any christian
ideology, because the person throws himself into the arms of him who is believed to be
alive, now, and who has the authority to respond in such a way which is beyond human
capacity. The following quotations may illustrate the deeper meaning of these sentences.
And he (Jesus) came out and went, according to his custom, to the Mount of
Olives, and the disciples also followed him. But when he was at the place, he said to
them, 'Pray, that you may not enter into temptation.' And he himself withdrew
from them about a stone's throw and kneeling down he began to pray, saying,
'Father, if thou art willing, remove this cup from me; yet not my will but thine be
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done'. And there appeared an angel from heaven to strengthen him. And falling into
an agony he prayed the more earnestly. And his sweat became as drops of blood
running down upon the ground." (Luke 22, 39-43)
And Jesus cried out in a loud voice and said, 'Father, into thy hands I commend
my spirit.' And having said this, he expired. (Luke 23,46)
Also the prayer of St. John ; "Come, Lord Jesus!" (Apoc. 22, 20)29 A prayer expresses a
total commitment and is less characterized by the reservations which are possible when
we take part in a discussion about ideologies. Ritschl described the elements which
explain the reasonableness of how the Church can possibly go that far in the life of faith
and make such a vital commitment in prayer.
Prayer is carried by the power of the Church's memory and risked in the hope of
its fulfillment. It is permitted and possible only because of the presence of God in
Christ, or in biblical terms: 'in the Holy Spirit.'3 0
This is an explanation of the phenomenon of the Christus praesens to which a relativist
should expose himself in his quest of wanting to find Christ alive, meaningfully and
significan tly, in our presen t.
3. A Th eological Evaluation of Doubt At the beginning of this article there is a
description of a relativist who, because of his disappointment in the real significance of
Christ in our time, came to the question whether or not Christ is a fraud. The first two
parts of the proposed answer to this question indicated where the significance of Christ
could be found : first, in the historical documents, and second, in the presence of Christ
within his Church. The following reflections on the confusion and doubt in the mind of a
relativist concerning Christ's trustworthiness are needed to point out that this doubt too
can be interpreted as an expression of amazement about Christ. These reflections can be
helpful in making a relativist understand that doubt is an integral part of the life of faith.
In this way the relativist may be safeguarded from jumping to Ll1 appropriate conclusions;
e.g., nihilism, desperation, atheism, pantheism, materialism, fatalism , humanism, etc.
The first observation is that a relativist is not yet characterized by any "ism" because
he is still in the state of doubt. This indicates that the uniqueness of Jesus Christ is still
more or less occupying his mind. But this amazement about Christ is obscured by clouds of
confusions, which are the result of great disappointments. Let us ask the question why
someone becomes disappointed. It may be, indeed, that a certain expectation was
appropriate, and the fulflliment did not come true. It also may be that a certain
expectation was presumptuous, and therefore, of course, its fulfillment was never a real
possibility. The former disappointment is adequate and the person has a right to feel it.
The latter is unreasonable and, as such, the person's mind could be relieved from this
sadness after a proper explanation. This section intends to weaken the effects of
unreasonable expectations to make the current disappointment more acceptable and less
a state of emergency.
The point is that there are so many reasons why christians may become presumptuous
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their expectations about Christ. For instance, within the history of christianity a
multitude of pitfalls and heresies have distorted the genuine witness of the christian
tradition. Pelagianism, Arianism, Docetism, Ebionitism, Gnosticism, Hellenism, Judaism,
Theism, Roman-Catholicism, Protestantism, e.a. will be listed explicitly in the standard
volumes on the history of Christianity. On the other hand, there are other "isms" by
which the expectations about Christ become less adequate. These are of psychological,
sociological, and moral nature; e.g., egotism, legalism, nationalism, altruism, narcissism,
separatism, pride, dishonesty, etc . 31 Little wonder, then, that the problem about a true
trust in Christ exists. It is the same confusion which was in the hearts of the disciples
when their Lord and Master hung on the cross and died. History , at that particular point,
had proven the powerlessness of Christ's authority. Bishop Robinson described the
intensity of the experience of Christ's death;
In

The cross was in the first place the death of God for Jesus himself: 'My God, my
God, why has thou forsaken me?' (Mark 15-34) Insofar as Jesus relied on God as a
power to intervene, this was the end. For that God failed even the one whom he
had claimed as his 'Son '. But the Christian gospel affirms that God is to be found
not in that projection of man's religious yearning - in 'the one above', who could
have sent twelve legions of angels and didn't. 32
This terrible disappointment must have dominated the disciples in those difficult days.
But time went on, and now it is testified in the historical documents of the gospels that
the disciples had seen the lord alive after his resurrection. It took time for Christ to prove
himself. As it stands now, Christ has hardly the opportunity to prove himself, because
false hopes distort the true expectation of his promises, and therefore disappointment
will enter the state of mind of contemporary man. There is at the moment little evidence
that the promises of Christ can be taken seriously. On the other hand, when Christ died
on Good Friday, that fact did not mean that the only conclusion was that he should
remain dead. (It may be our opinion.) Similarly, the momentary insignificance of Christ
does not mean that the only conclusion is that he should remain insignificant. Because of
the witnesses in the past about Christ's resurrection , it becomes credible to expect that
Christ will be more significant than he appears at the moment. And this expectation
could be accepted to console and encourage those who are in a state of sad
disappointment.
The second observation concerning doubt consists of two parts. The first is a
philosophical reflection on the term itself, and then the application will be made in
respect to christian life. Paul Tillich devoted a special section to the discussion of Faith
and Doubt. For our context the following quotations will be sufficient.
In the same way doubt is not a permanent experience within the act of faith. But
it is always present as an element in the structure of faith. This is the difference
between faith and immediate evidence either of perceptual or of logical
character ... If doubt appears, it should not be considered as the negation of faith,
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but as an element which was always and will always be present in the act of
faith. 33
These statements are of importance because they offer insight to christians who may
become desperate in their experience of doubt and may call it "loss of faith," while
serious doubt can be interpreted as a confIrmation of faith. Otherwise there would not be
doubt, but indifference. Doubt can be understood as being an integral part of any form of
faith when it is a personal act.
We have not discussed why this understanding of doubt also applies to Christian faith
in particular, although it was introduced into the discussion in the second part of the
proposed answer when the Theology of Hope was included. The interrelationship
between the past, the present, and the future was mentioned as a significant characteristic
of this theology. Faith was explained to be reasonable because of Christ's authority in the
past. Doubt is the result of disappointments about Christ's authority in the present. The
point made in this section was that the disappointment does not necessarily have to be
adequate. This means that our understanding of reality at the present is not necessarily
correct. Moreover, insofar as the course of history is not yet finished, we cannot really
claim to possess the true understanding of the present and the signifIcance of Christ at the
present. The confusion and disappointment which surround the credibility of Christ does
not exclude the possibility that Christ can become of signifIcance in the time to come.
The openess toward this possibility is the reason why doubt in itself becomes acceptable.
And this openess is essentially the answer to the question "Is Christ a Fraud? "
At the end of this article the following insight must be added; namely; that in spite of
all forces which produce separation between Christ and man, this separation is overcome
and will be overcome from the side of Christ. The world was created without our being
present; Christ came into this world without asking our permission; and Christ sent us the
Holy Spirit without our knowing, really, what it means. This divine initiative may
encourage a relativist to a degree of more optimism about the history of God in our
world. This optimism is our mission. 3 4
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